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RUCKER:
So Gail, tell me how you got into the field of disabilities.

VAN TATENHOVE:  Well I think I accidentally slid into the field of disabilities.  Fortunately was… as I was going through college um I’m a graduate of the University of Wisconsin.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

VAN TATENHOVE:  Up in Eau Claire.  And much of the early work in the field of AAC or Augmentative and Alternative Communication was being done at the University of Wisconsin in Madison.  Um and although that’s not where I went I was very fortunate that I had a lot of opportunities to take early courses.  I’m probably one of the few in the field that as an undergraduate student graduating in 1976 in undergraduate I actually had three courses.

RUCKER:  Hm.

VAN TATENHOVE:  In what would have been considered early augmentative communication.  You know they weren’t called that.  It was called special strategies for… for unique students or some term that you weren’t quite sure what you were signing up for and then there was sign language and um then there was one other course on designing early communication boards for cerebral palsy children.  So I felt like I really liked it.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

VAN TATENHOVE:  Um I really enjoyed that.  I thought it was creative and exciting and it wasn’t just the standard things that you would be doing with kids in schools and I just found that I had charismatic instructors.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

VAN TATENHOVE:  Um I had really great early clinical experiences where my clinical undergraduate work was working with kids with autism.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

VAN TATENHOVE:  And then I did an early undergraduate clinical work working with kids at a special school with cerebral palsy.  Um and so I had a lot of those early experience that said these are great kids.  Why wouldn’t anybody want to work with these kids?

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

VAN TATENHOVE:  You know?  They… they… they just suck up everything that you want to give them.  The needs are so great um and you could see results so quickly.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

VAN TATENHOVE:  And so I found it very reinforcing and I found that… that I wasn’t… um I had the right temperament for it.  It didn’t.  You know some of the other students I might have been going through classes with… they couldn’t always quite take the… maybe the smell of a kid with disabilities or the drool or they would sneeze on you.  I remember one of my early experiences this kid with cerebral palsy sneezed and this big old wad of snot hit me and I just looked at it went okay.  Well you wipe that off and you go on.  You know?  And so I had the right temperament.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

VAN TATENHOVE:  That I think that balance between the toughness you need so that your heart doesn’t always break in empathy for these poor kids and the ability to deal with some of the more challenging behaviors um the physical aspects of what you had to do and you know I always said I was a big woman.  I could haul these kids around and lift their wheelchairs.  So it… I just sort of I felt that was the natural place for me to be.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

VAN TATENHOVE:  And I loved it.  I loved it from the very beginning.  I couldn’t go back to anything else.

RUCKER:  And when did… when did… when did the part about the whole AAC was that… was that in your college training or did it come later?

VAN TATENHOVE:  It was in my college training as a… as a graduate student um we were designing manual communication boards because that’s what… we’re talking 1976/77.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

VAN TATENHOVE:  This was you know there were no computers.  There were no commercial picture sets that you could go use and you know sometimes you know I felt like I was like some early cave woman you know chipping things on the side of a cave making a communication board but I… I had some course work that they sent us down to do at the University of Wisconsin in Madison.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

VAN TATENHOVE:  So I took a week’s course with Dr. Gregg Vanderheiden.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

VAN TATENHOVE:  Because a lot of exciting things were going on at the University of Wisconsin and there we were at the workshop learning how to use Saber saws to cut lap trays and how to safely cut Lexan panels and I just… I just thought wow, this is cool.  You know you get to use power tools.  Who wouldn’t like a field where you get to use power tools?  You know it was… it was just… I was a… I think I was in the right place at the right time.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

VAN TATENHOVE:  Um in Wisconsin in the late ‘70s where a lot of exciting and innovative things were being done.  Plus we had a state law in Wisconsin already put into place in the late ‘70s that was the precedent to 94142.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.  Yeah.

VAN TATENHOVE:  So we had kids we had to serve those in the schools.  So they were training us to do it.

RUCKER:  It’s so impressive because today there are universities that have speech language programs that don’t include AAC and you had it way back then.

VAN TATENHOVE:  Yep.  I had it in ’76 and ’77.

RUCKER:  Wow.

VAN TATENHOVE:  Yeah.

RUCKER:  When you… I wonder what we do with getting it so that everyone in speech language has AAC.

VAN TATENHOVE:  Yeah.  You know and those would have been you know there was a Dr. Vicki Lord Larsen and eventually she, with other colleagues, established a wonderful AAC things in the State of Wisconsin and you know there was a number of really good professors that like one of my professors was a colleague with Lyle Lloyd.  And you know Lyle Lloyd has made huge contributions to our field.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

VAN TATENHOVE:  And so I was just all the stars had come together to say I… there was these group of people at that university that um I was very fortunate.

RUCKER:  Right.

VAN TATENHOVE:  To have been highly influential in my training.

RUCKER:  So you then began working in Iowa and um then you decided to go to Florida.

VAN TATENHOVE:  Yeah.  I worked for five years in Iowa in a special school for kids with severe profound disabilities and it had been a school that was privately run by a religious affili… organization and you know money was tight back then already and so the State of Iowa was going to be assuming responsibility for this school because also state laws were changing in Iowa about what services they had to provide.  So all of the sudden there was this huge facility and they needed to have a speech pathologist and they needed somebody who actually wanted to work with kids with severe profound disabilities and I had gone out to Iowa as an under… as a graduate student to interview with the private organization.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

VAN TATENHOVE:  And then all of this changeover started happening and this state wanted me to come out again to interview and I always tease that I… every job I’ve ever taken I’ve never actually interviewed with the people who hired me.  Um because I called up the folks in Iowa and said no, I’m in the middle of graduate exams.  I can’t come out there.  So you either have to take me or not take me.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

VAN TATENHOVE:  They’re like but you actually want to work at this school?  Yeah, I do I said.  And they’re like all right.  Come on out.  So um I was so fortunate to be there as well because it was… it was like free territory for me.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

VAN TATENHOVE:  Here I was at a facility that had never had a speech pathologist before.  There was roughly a hundred students there.  A majority of them physically challenged, cognitively impaired and the majority non-speaking and I had support from my supervisor, Mr. Larry Biehl who said we don’t know what needs to be done out here so we’ll give you carte blanche.  You do what you think you need to do.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

VAN TATENHOVE:  And you know after I sat there I always tell the story that I sat in my room and my little speech therapy room and they gave me the things that you would traditionally give a speech therapist.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

VAN TATENHOVE:  I had office supplies, a mirror so I could say puttaca, puttaca, puttaca and you know a Peabody picture articulation test, you know?

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

VAN TATENHOVE:  Vocabulary test.  And I just sat there going okay, now what do I do?  And they were so wonderfully supportive and they sent me to several places that were nearby.  One was in Sioux Falls, South Dakota to meet a woman by the name of Sheila Steward and she was at the Crippled Children’s Center.  And that’s where a lot of these kids used to go for assessments.  So I went up there.  I got a chance to meet her and see how they ran their program.  So Sheila Steward would’ve been a very early mentor of mine.  And then um they also sent me down to Omaha to the Myers Rehab Center where Faith Carlson was.  And I remember Faith Carlson one weekend I was there and she took me down into her basement and she showed me her… her table saw and the things she was making and she had developed a picture set called PicSyms um and so I got a set of those.  So I had a lot of these folks who were working therapists in great assessment centers take me under their wings and say this is how you need to get things organized.  You have a hundred kids who are not speaking.  You know this is how you start making early communication boards and those types of materials.  So I had the opportunity without anybody really looking or my shoulder to make tons of mistakes and to try things and kind of work my way through that jungle of figuring out what do these kids with severe needs need.  So again it was kind of the right place at the right time and… and being given budgets to do what I needed to do.  And then about three years into that this is when technology started coming.  I mean before that we had you know very rudimentary things that looked like engineers were making them in their garages.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

VAN TATENHOVE:  And then finally um you saw things early devices coming out and my supervisor said you know, I think this would be some good things for your school.  We agree.  And they encouraged me to sit down with a group of folks who knew how to write grants.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

VAN TATENHOVE:  And so they helped me write a grant so that I got roughly I think it was $37,000 which in 19… that would’ve been 1980s money.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

VAN TATENHOVE:  And they’re like okay, we’re going to buy some technology.  They sent me to an ASHA convention where I got to walk the exhibit hall and you know the people who took me under their wings – Barry Romich.  I think that man must have spent two, three hours with me just talking through their… not only their equipment but the vision for the field and introducing me to other people.  And I never felt like it was because they were trying to get $37,000 of my grant money.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

VAN TATENHOVE:  It was because they wanted to advance the field.  So all of a sudden you know I could… I could meet all these people.  They’re like come along with us and you know we’re going to be having a meeting talking about the formation of a committee in ASHA to move forward you know having AAC be a part of what we do in ASHA.  Come along to the meeting. 

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

VAN TATENHOVE:  You know and I sat there and I… I remember that meeting to this day because I was… okay, I was three years out of school so what did that make me?  About 22?  And I’m looking around and I could give you that litany of the big names sitting there.  Most of them are now on the retirement path out you know.  But it was like I got to meet them and I was… I was like in awe of so many of those people because I… I’d read their… their early works and they were like real people.  It was David Yoder and… uh and uh Schiefelbusch and Lloyd and all these people and… and they were just regular guys.

VAN TATENHOVE:  And so that was a great learning opportunity.  And so I would say it was… it was Barry early on who said join the club.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

VAN TATENHOVE:  Come on.  We… we’re inclusive.  Join this club of people and they were friendly and… and took you under your wings.  Said we’ll teach you what you need to know.  We’ll support you.  And so I… I spent a couple of years in Laurens, Iowa.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

VAN TATENHOVE:  I’d gotten all this equipment and then I… I wrote an article for Augmentative Communication News.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

VAN TATENHOVE:  And um about what we were doing in Iowa – this state grant and how we had set up a loaner library and we would give kids this technology and then it got to be where every Friday I got to leave the school and drive to all these homes of these kids to meet with the families and make sure that was being implemented.  Um so we wrote up… that up in Augmentative Communication News.  Not… no, I’m sorry.  I’m misspeaking.  It’s not Augmentative Communication News.  That’s Sarah Blackstone’s newsletter.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

VAN TATENHOVE:  It was um… um Communicating Together.  It was an early newsletter.  And so next thing I know after that’s published about maybe… I don’t know.  Maybe a month after it was published I get a phone call from folks in Iowa.
RUCKER:  Mmhm.
VAN TATENHOVE:  Or I’m sorry.  Misspoke again.  Folks in Florida saying you know, we’d like to set up a statewide assessment center.  We’re very curious of how you were doing in this Iowa.  Could we just talk to you for on the phone for a while?  So we talked for an hour or so sharing information and then they say well, we’re looking for a speech pathologist to be on the team.  Do you know of anyone?  And I said well, I think I’d be interested.  And they said well we thought you were an occupational therapist because the article had all been about how we gave kids access and the kinds of technologies we were using.  So they thought I was a OT and I said no, I’m a speech pathologist.  Well let’s put our administrator on the phone.  Talk to her.  So I talked to her for about 15 – 20 minutes and she offered me the job.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

VAN TATENHOVE:  I said well, let me call you back.  You know.  Call her back the next day and said let’s go to Florida.  So then I did that for a number of years.
RUCKER:  Mmhm.

VAN TATENHOVE:  I was in Florida for five years working on a state assessment center.  Um and given lots of opportunities to travel the state because kids came to our facility to be evaluated.  We recommended what the local school district could do and then once the school district tried to implement it my job responsibility became to drive to that school district and try to put into practice the recommendations we had made.  And this was a humbling experience because sometimes you’d look at the report and think what were we thinking?  You know.  Now that I’m actually here and seeing what the reality is of this classroom, this school, this family situation, what we thought would work or we would design or recommend is pie in the sky stuff.

RUCKER:  Yeah.

VAN TATENHOVE:  And so you really got grassroots practical that you had to put your money where your mouth was and say okay, I’m going to help you implement this.  So I did that for you know five years and loved it.  I was in every school district in the State of Florida.  We are 66 counties and each county is it’s own school district so I got a good perspective of what was and was not working in the State of Florida and where there good people and where there were teams that needed a lot more support.  Um and during that team we were doing that ASHA was doing a project identifying exemplary sites.  Sarah Blackstone had written a grant um and she was in this project and our site applied for one of these ten exemplary sites.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

VAN TATENHOVE:  And we got accepted.  So then all of a sudden that put our site and I was in charge of this project on kind of a national stage.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

VAN TATENHOVE:  Um and so that brought me to the attention again of Barry Romich and this time also Bruce Baker and he was at this stage of inventing Minspeak and so then some of the work that I was doing um was in support of early Minspeak systems.  So they’re like well, would you like a change?  I thought I think I would like a change because I was getting itchy to go back to being a working therapist.  The five years of being a consultant was fine but I was missing being the treating therapist.  Because the field was changing so quickly and I felt uncomfortable recommending to somebody for example how to use a Minspeak system if I actually wasn’t treating somebody using a Minspeak system.  I find that my creativity and my maybe a little bit of insight comes from actually having been faced with that situation and think what am I going to do tomorrow and this isn’t working.  Um I always feel like the people I trust in this field are those who I know are reaping what they sow.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

VAN TATENHOVE:  You know and I knew that there were some folks I was going to follow that if I didn’t do the job properly this was going to cause a lot of ramifications in their lives as they got older.  So I said okay uh I’ll come work for you all as long as I can have my little private practice on the side.  This is what I want to have.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

VAN TATENHOVE:  So that’s basically what I’ve done since 1988.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

VAN TATENHOVE:  Is I have consulted and worked with Bruce Baker and Semantic Compaction, his company and Prentke Romich Company and I have had my private practice on the side.  So it’s… it’s been a blend that I’ve really liked.  So I get the best of both worlds.

RUCKER:  What a great career.

VAN TATENHOVE:  Yeah.

RUCKER:  Yeah.  Any question I should’ve asked you that I didn’t ask you?

VAN TATENHOVE:  Um well let’s see.  Nothing’s coming up in my mind right now.  Um I was going to look at my… I… I looked over your things you had asked.

RUCKER:  Right.

VAN TATENHOVE:  Um I wanted to make sure I did give those proper people credit who have really helped me along the way.

RUCKER:  Yes.  Um Blackstone is one of the women that I've recorded.

VAN TATENHOVE:  Yeah.  Yeah.

RUCKER:  She is delightful.

VAN TATENHOVE:  Yeah.

RUCKER:  Um I’ve known her for quite a while but to get to her house in Monterey and with her husband.

VAN TATENHOVE:  Yeah.

RUCKER:  And she had quite… has had quite a career.

VAN TATENHOVE:  Yeah.

RUCKER:  Um.

VAN TATENHOVE:  You know I… I… I… one of the things I like that um I get my local university will contact me and ask me you know will you take interns?  Can they do their practicum with you?  And if I can get one… a young intern with me and do their practicum I love it because there are… there are therapists for I think… or whom they’re born for this.  You know?  You know those folks who aren’t going to be thrown if somebody drools.

RUCKER:  Right.

VAN TATENHOVE:  Or if they’re going to have a seizure and I… I’m generally a little… I don’t think I’m tough on the interns that I get but I… if I had to deem myself and… I’m practical.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

VAN TATENHOVE:  Like the… they always laugh when they… they tell people about what their experience was with me because she said… well the first thing she did with us is she took us to Home Depot as a field trip.  She said if you’re going to be in this field you’re going to have to learn how to make stuff.

RUCKER:  Yes.

VAN TATENHOVE:  Because you can’t buy all the stuff you need out of a catalog.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

VAN TATENHOVE:  It was in this… in the early ’70 and ‘80s they were a lot more little companies where you could make little… buy little bits and stuff.  But because we’ve gotten so much more that our focus is on the technology where do you buy anymore a lap tree that is just right for a kid or where do you buy the PVC piping frame for the Eye Point. There’s nobody who sells an Eye Point chart anymore.  They don’t.  So you better know how to make one.  So I say okay, I’m going to teach you how to you know make these things.  I take them on a field trip to Home Depot or Lowe’s.  I don’t want to you know promote any one store over another and say you got to learn how to cut PVC pipe.  You’re going to have to learn how to be really sweet to the guys who are going to cut the Lexan for you.  Uh you’ve got to learn how to sew things and make all the stuff because the field is more than machines.  There’s so much other stuff you need to know how to do.  And so I always… I enjoy getting these… these interns.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

VAN TATENHOVE:  And kind of taking them always back to the roots of the ‘70s.

RUCKER:  Yeah.

VAN TATENHOVE:  Because if we forget those roots we’re going to… we’re going to be in trouble um because for me the roots always were make whatever little thing needs to be made for this kid.  There’s still a place in our field for manual communication boards.  Um there’s still a need for people to be creative in making simple low tech stuff.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

VAN TATENHOVE:  It’s necessary in the continuum of the types of things you give people and we can never forget that this is really all about communication.  It’s not about teaching the machine and I… I’m so grateful that the folks who mentored me early on said what you have to put on this board is you’re going to have your right pronouns and your verbs and your adjectives.  And they taught me to go back to my roots of language.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

VAN TATENHOVE:  And I’ve watched this field come this circle.  You know now we’re all back talking about core vocabulary.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

VAN TATENHOVE:  We’ve gone that circle where we had core vocabulary.  We didn’t call it that in 1977.  Then we got on the everybody’s got to have pre-stored sentences and then you… and then we go this everything’s got to be based around these activities.  Give them all the words and …and then we’re back you know? 

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

VAN TATENHOVE:  Because you know fundamentally I’m a language therapist.

RUCKER:  Yeah.

VAN TATENHOVE:  And I’ve always said it’s kind of like the… the… the Costner movie Field of Dreams.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

VAN TATENHOVE:  If you build it they will come.  If you build language all the rest of this other stuff will come.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

VAN TATENHOVE:  If you don’t give kids good solid language and go back to our roots of normal language development you’ve given them a cute toy that they’ll play with for a while.

RUCKER:  Yep.

VAN TATENHOVE:  Because I’ve watched enough device abandonment.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

VAN TATENHOVE:  And it fundamentally goes back to it was cute for a while.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

VAN TATENHOVE:  But it didn’t give me the ability to talk like every other kid.

RUCKER:  Right.

VAN TATENHOVE:  And that means giving them that core vocabulary of about 300 to 400 words and teach them to use those words just like kids would do if they were normally speaking.

RUCKER:  Right.

VAN TATENHOVE:  One of my favorite people to hear present is a occupational therapist by the name of Karen Kangas.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

VAN TATENHOVE:  And um Karen once said at a conference that even the best augmentative and alternative communication system compared to the ability to speak is crap.

RUCKER:  Right.

VAN TATENHOVE:  You know and… and that… I’ve been… I’ve been in the field for 30 years and that blunt truth.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

VAN TATENHOVE:  It gets you back in reality that says we do good things but if I had a magic wand I’d just make these kids be able to talk.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

VAN TATENHOVE:  So we still have a long way to go and… and I think… I could not imagine in ’77 some of the stuff we’re doing now and so I… I hope I’m around long enough to see this generation of really more innovative technology that finally makes whatever we do for kids be as fast and as efficient as talking.  It’d be great.  Or somebody finds that magic button that just speaks, you know?  I’d love it.  I’d love it.  Because somebody once called me in the field the Ted Kaczynski of AAC.  Now of course Ted Kaczynski was the Unabomber um because I always found this ironic that you know I’m in the field of Assistive Technology yet I still like using my paper day timer.  I think if our goal becomes teaching the machine we’ve lost our vision.

RUCKER:  Yeah.
VAN TATENHOVE:  It’s… it’s teaching communication and independence and as a private therapist I’ve seen… I… there’s going to be a young woman here today at the conference who I started working with when she was a third grader.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

VAN TATENHOVE:  You know and she lives in her own house.  She’s got a job.  She’s a college graduate.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

VAN TATENHOVE:  You know I’ve got… some of the clients I’ve worked with I’ve worked with since I started doing private practice in the ‘80s here in Florida and they’re grown up.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

VAN TATENHOVE:  And I just think wow, I… I played a part in this.

RUCKER:  Yes.

VAN TATENHOVE:  And… and that is really affirming to know that I… I’ve had a chance to see that the work we did when they were seven and eight and nine that they can live independently, they can get a job, some of them have gotten married.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

VAN TATENHOVE:  And… and they’re living the kinds of lives their parents wanted for them when they said all I want is for them to be happy and healthy and live a good life and we made it you know?

RUCKER:  Yes.

VAN TATENHOVE:  We made it and that’s really I’m glad to be a part of the field that have done that.

RUCKER:  Right.

VAN TATENHOVE:  Yeah.

RUCKER:  Great career.

VAN TATENHOVE:  Yeah thanks.

RUCKER:  Thank you.  Thank you.

VAN TATENHOVE:  I hope I got a few more years left to kick around.  And um because I have had such a stable case load here in Orlando.

RUCKER:  Right.

VAN TATENHOVE:  You know that means that I’ve gotten to know these families.

RUCKER:  Yes.

VAN TATENHOVE:  You know they’re… like the mothers are always trying to hook me up with somebody.  You should be married you know I’ve got this guy for you and but it also means I… I watch them die.  I had six people die in two years that I worked with.

RUCKER:  Yeah.

VAN TATENHOVE:  You know and I… one of the mothers of one of these young men that I was working with had her 75th birthday last week – Saturday – so, I had to come to the birthday party and her son has been dead now for two years and… and she said I just feel so bad that I… we haven’t gotten together but every time I think of calling you I just… it just hurts my heart you know.  Because our relationship was built around their child.

RUCKER:  Yeah.

VAN TATENHOVE:  And we weren’t just friends.  We… any time I would call or show up it just is a reminder.  It’s too painful for them.

RUCKER:  Right.

VAN TATENHOVE:  You know so she said but I know you… you know you were with Michael from the time he was ten until he died at the age of 33.

RUCKER:  Hm.  Yeah.

VAN TATENHOVE:  You know and you feel like um that hits you hard.  I mean and about two years ago after oh these six died.  A couple of them I was really close to.

RUCKER:  Yeah.

VAN TATENHOVE:  I was… I was like maybe… I don’t know if I have it in me to do this any more.  But then all it takes is that mother to call you and she sends you that photograph through the email of her first grader.  You go this face you know.

RUCKER:  Yeah.

VAN TATENHOVE:  Yep.  Because I love the… I just particularly love this conference because I tell all the clients I expect you to show up in the exhibit hall.  I want you to go look at the stuff and all the little kids get out of school, take them because get all the free stuff you can.

RUCKER:  Right.

VAN TATENHOVE:  Get all the pens and all the balloons and all the candy.  Just be cute and work the exhibit hall.  You know and my… my nervousness in this field is that some of those great pioneers you know they’re retiring and this… this next generation are they going to take up the mantle and fight for the things.  I think often you get that cycle that the pioneers are the fighters.  The field’s going to have a little slump.

RUCKER:  Yeah.

VAN TATENHOVE:  Then it’s going to have to… you’re going to lose some of the things you have and then you’re going to have to fight to get it back.
Copyright © 2010 by The Assistive Technology Oral History Project


